Deficits in EFL teachers' proficiency have surfaced recently as one of the possible factors contributing to children's reading problems at their early encounters with literacy. Phonological awareness (PA) has dominated specialists' interests well-timed with escalating reports containing more provoking evidence connecting children's reading disability with deficiencies in PA. This paper aims at investigating the impact of perceived proficiency, GPA, and gender of prospective teachers on shaping their future reading instruction detectable by prospective teachers' PA beliefs, awareness and knowledge. Towards this end, a four-section survey was administered to 158 pre-service EFL teachers. Results confirmed significant differences related to knowledge and beliefs at the expense of awareness.
INTRODUCTION

Background of the Problem
Children's awareness of language sounds has dominated the interest of reading scholars over the past few decades resulting in drawing relationships and investigating factors related to reading deficiencies (Richgels, 2001; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) . Accumulating data has linked children's reading difficulties to deficits in their ability to develop phonological awareness (PA, henceforth) during the early stages of language development. Therefore, research in psychology has concluded that children with reading difficulties would not be able to manipulate the sounds of a spoken word manifest in operations like segmenting, blending or deleting (Ehri, 1991; Goswami, 2000; Olofsson & Niederose, 1999) . Specialists have confirmed such conclusions through investigating the relationship between reading difficulties children face and their ability to detect or manipulate sounds in words (Anthony & Farncis, 2005; Hatcher, Hulme & Snowling, 2004; Share, 1995; Snowling, 1998; Vellutino, Fletcher, Snowling & Scanlon, 2004) . In compliance with this, the National Reading Panel (NRP) for instance in 2000 reported to the U.S. Congress the critical role of PA in sharpening reading skills, upon which the Panel called for engaging children in a rich letter-sound interaction environment.
Looking into the possible reasons contributing to children's reading failure, researchers have suggested the teacher as a factor. More recent, heated discussions have
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save students from struggling with words later (Author, 2013 [details removed for peer review) or being labeled throughout their schooling experience (Francis et al., 1996; Snow et al., 1998) . Regretfully, an unfortunate child may end up years down the road unable to read the ingredients or the expiry date on a food can just for not being lucky enough to be a reader, not lucky enough to be in the right classroom with a qualified teacher. What if your child or mine were not luck enough? Being detrimental as such, communities cannot afford leaving it for chance or luck; families need to be rest assured that their children are in good hands. Schools are compelled to do just that.
Becoming a good reader is strongly tied into developing command over the alphabets and the phonology of the target language (Adams, 1990; Author, 2014 [details removed for peer review; Share & Stanovich, 1995; Snow et al., 1998) . As literature may tell, phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension are core for becoming literate; children building up these skills enjoy greater chances to improve their literacy skills (NRP, 2000) . So said, children in EFL context are even in greater need to develop such skills in the target language; they need skills like blending, deleting, substituting and identifying the sounds of the target language if they are to become biliterate (Venkatagiri& Levis, 2009) .
Locally, and according to news recently released by the Ministry of Education (MOE) to the press, 22% of children in public schools are illiterate; they are below average in reading, writing and math. This strongly suggests that schools, teachers in specific, are not doing their job properly. In fact, this also hints to the low-literacy level of most freshmen since the school literacy trend by default transcends later into the university. According to personal observations and discussions with colleagues teaching English Foundation courses, freshmen students do lack the basic literacy skills in English; for example, reading sentences or paragraphs proper for their age level would be problematic. This could point out one major fact; EFL children face difficulties in becoming readers, which could be connected to improper and inadequate instruction. Hence, MOE in 2013 launched a wide-scale revision starting from considering the kindergartner education as obligatory into the public schools, forming a special committee to investigate reasons behind reading failure and even calling for changing the curriculum for the early grades. All that came as a response to 'fix' literacy and put schools back on track.
In light of the aforementioned argument, a collection of questions could be raised: How and why do children fail to read? What factors might possibly be behind this failure? Are EFL teachers part of the problem? Although there might be more than one factor sharing responsibility, there is a growing concern pointing toward classroom instruction. In the study that Author, 2016 [details removed for peer review conducted on pre-service teachers, emerging evidence portrayed pre-teachers as lacking basic knowledge needed for instructing children in reading. In a step further, the researcher has developed an interest to look into the case through investigating areas of possible deficits and connecting those with different variables like teachers' proficiency, GPA and gender.
The Study Problem
Literature attests that Arabic speakers face difficulties in learning English due to various reasons like the complexities they encounter when activating semantic, syntactic and pragmatic associations (Brown & Hyness, 1985; Fender, 2003; Ryan & Meara, 1991) . English, a polyphonic and polygraphic language, is hard to learn for most Arab children as they need to go through processes operating at a prelexical stage in order to identify and activate a word or a lexical item (Siedenberg, 1992; Stanovich, 1994; Vellutino, Scanlon & Tanzman, 1994) . Although this knowledge is necessary for reading fluency in L2 (Eskey, 1988; MacDonald, 2000; Perfetti, 1985) , EFL children hardly develop the required command on the aforementioned processes through their school experience. In the previous example, almost close to one quarter of Jordanian children in public schools are illiterate; they cannot read or write at the appropriate level (RTI International, 2012) .
In fact, public rhetoric blames teachers for not being up to the challenge of teaching early graders good enough to become literate. In fact, based on personal discussions people have lost their faith in public schools, especially the early grades (KG-3). This is a stage where early learners are in critical need for a high-quality instruction that shapes their future reading skills. This could possibly be a reason why people in general prefer sending their children to private schools under the assumption that private schools are more capable of providing learners with high-quality EFL instruction, although not the researcher's concern for now.
The MOE has started teaching English in public schools as early as the first grade, a step could be considered a reflection of the increasing awareness of the importance of English language worldwide. Such a step provides early exposure to English language in order to achieve proficiency in its basic skills Author, 2013 [details removed for peer review). Although the English Language National Team (2006) expected first graders to read English up to the level and to demonstrate understanding when performing tasks and activities, those expectations were hardly met. Therefore, the MOE suggested taking it further by teaching English right from KG1, a step not applied to all public schools yet.
The public rhetoric dominating the scene claims that English language teachers are responsible for the reading deficits EFL learners suffer from. This stance is supported by a belief among university instructors claiming that English pre-service teachers lack substantial preparation in teaching English. Hence, this precautious study could attract the attention of decision makers to pay the due attention to the process of teacher preparation that shapes those pre-service teachers before meeting our children and assuming their classroom responsibilities.
Importance of the Study
The study earns its importance from its goal; to investigate reasons behind EFL children's failure in reading. In order to do that, the researcher focused on EFL pre-service teachers' competency with regard to PA, beliefs, knowledge and awareness and tried to draw possible relationships in order to explain future teachers' lack of knowledge. This study intends to enlighten and help decision makers make better and more informed decisions to improve the status quo of literacy in general and EFL reading skills in specific. Tibi (2005) connected phonological awareness to teachers' lack of the necessary knowledge and skills required to develop literacy at early grades.
Questions of the Study
Driven by the interest to infer any significant relationship between the suggested independent variables of the study and the dependent variables, the current study aims to answer the following three major questions: 1. Are there any statistically significant differences in pre-service EFL teachers' PA (a) beliefs; (b) awareness; and (c) knowledge according to the difference in their perceived proficiency level? 2. Are there any statistically significant differences in pre-service EFL teachers' PA (a) beliefs; (b) awareness; and (c) knowledge associated with the difference in their GPA? 3. Are there any statistically significant differences in pre-service EFL teachers' PA (a) beliefs; (b) awareness and (c) knowledge associated with gender?
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Extant literature supports the key role of PA in developing and enhancing reading skills. A consensus is mounting up among researchers connecting reading failure to poor phonological awareness, the command over the sounds of the language. Said differently, PA could be used to predict reading achievement; to this end, Stanovich (1994) suggests that PA can predict achievement even "better than anything else that we know of, including IQ" (p. 284). Yopp (1992) concurs on the importance of a child being phonologically aware claiming it as the part that young learners are missing the most (Yopp, 1995) . Hitherto, families, parent, caregivers, relatives and stakeholders have the right to questions the teaching-learning process and to check whether children do receive the proper instruction in PA that helps them to become good readers. In order to respond to the questions, doubts and uncertainties of concerned individuals and communities, several researchers have investigated the issue through looking into the knowledge and strategies pre-service teachers should possess. This becomes crucial because it is indisputable that the teachers' knowledge and beliefs steer their practices in the classroom (McCutchen et al., 2002) . Consequently, the instruction delivered to learners is tied into not just the knowledge teachers possess (Ehri & Williams, 1995; McCutchen et al.,2002) but also into the strategies they use and the beliefs they behold to (McCutchen et al., 2002; Moats & Foorman, 2003) . Thus, in normal classrooms, students' performance is expected to improve in response to the instruction they receive. Cunningham and her colleagues (2004) , when investigating teachers' beliefs and knowledge about PA, found out that teachers' instruction is vulnerable to their perceived level of knowledge and negative perceived beliefs. Accordingly, this might backfire as a misrepresentation for phonological content matters and phonological skills resulting in weakness and deficiencies among learners. The biggest loser will be the child when turning into a poor reader.
Once Richards and Lockhart said "what teachers do is a reflection of what they know and believe" (1994, p. 29) . Regardless if it is conceptual and abstract (Johnson, 1996) or declarative and procedural (Wood, 1996) , the kind of knowledge and strategies teachers possess dictates the way they teach. Other educators support this stance arguing that classroom instructions and performance are the byproducts of the beliefs that teachers hold (Cheng et al., 2009) .
It is worth mentioning that the beliefs, knowledge and experience teachers behold to could be inherited from their past schooling experience; an interference that could be positive or negative but definitely will shape and influence the way they teach when becoming teachers themselves (Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992) . According to Kagan (1992) , pre-service teachers draw on their past experience in order to accommodate the new knowledge; the influence of their experience channels the new learning to serve rather than to change or challenge their beliefs. This line of argument enjoys support from other researchers like Powell (1992) , Tatto (1998) and Wubbels (1992) .
Based on this, it is possible and logical at the same time to assume that the knowledge and beliefs teachers should have to bring up literate children can be the barrier that denies those children their chance to become readers; instead of being the facilitator, the teacher becomes the barrier. Literature does show evidence on teachers' deficiencies in knowledge and basic understanding; central elements and major concepts crucial for teaching reading are seriously lacking (Abbott et al., 2002; Mather et al., 2001; Troyer &Yopp, 1990) . Shocking results were announced after Moats' (1994) landmark study on 52 licensed teachers investigating their knowledge about oral and written language skills needed for teaching reading. Most participants displayed great difficulty in demonstrating fundamental skills in reading. Since then, serious research took place looking into the knowledge of early reading instruction that pre-service teachers need in order to improve and sharpen their competence and skills (Brady et al., 2009; Bishop, Brownell, Klingner, Leko, & Galman, 2010; Kelcey, 2011; Piasta, Connor, Fishman, & Morrison, 2009; Spear-Swerling, Brucker, &Alfano, 2005; Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012; Washburn, Joshi, & Binks-Cantrell, 2011a; Washburn, Joshi, & Binks-Cantrell, 2011b) .
Based on the work of some researchers (Cunningham et al., 2004; Moats & Foorman, 2003) , some worthy results emerged; in specific, there are misconceptions in the knowledge and the beliefs concerning PA beginning with the definition and ending up with the actual application. The work of many researchers prove that such misconceptions still dominating the discourse of both the pre-and in-service literacy instructors (Bos et al., 2001; Moats, 2009; Washburn et al., 2011a Washburn et al., , 2011b . There is an abso-lute need for pre-and in-service educators to obtain research-based knowledge and develop beliefs accordingly in order to improve the reading abilities and skills of early learners (Moats, 2009; Morris, 2011) . Otherwise, the situation will remain blurry and disturbing. If there is no clear understanding about what phonological awareness is and what skills need to be introduced and instilled, definitely our children will be left behind.
To wrap up, ignorance, lack of knowledge, and absence of practice in PA are plausible reasons behind children's poor performance in reading (Singer, 1979) . Al-Hazza and the co-researchers (2008) hope that teachers may recognize the significance of including phonological awareness and language structure in their teaching, a hope empowered by a confirmation from Nettle (1998) that the beliefs of the pre-service teachers are subject to change. This possibility for change has increased based on the works of Joram and Gabriele (1998), Cabaroglu and Roberts (2000) , MacDonald, Badger and White (2001) and others more. Still, this area of research calls for more studies since it witnesses a substantial shortage (Carlisle, Kelcey, Rowan, & Phelps, 2011) that becomes more critical when addressing EFL context.
METHODOLOGY Participants
One hundred and fifty eight pre-service English language teachers enrolled in a major public university were randomly selected for voluntary participation in this study. All were intentionally selected from senior undergraduates who are about to start their teaching career. Based on their responses to the section eliciting general background information, the participants were classified into four groups according to their 4-point GPA (2-2.50, n= 15; 2.51-3, 59, n=66; 3.1-3.50, n= 59, and 3.51-4, n= 18). According to their perceived proficiency in English, participants were classified into three levels: low (9.5%), intermediate (83.5%) and advanced (7.0%).
Instrumentation
A modified version of Preschool Literacy Practices Checklist (PLPC) (Burgess, Lundgren, Lloyd, Pianta, 2001 ) was administered in a multiple choice format. Participants were asked to identify, locate, and count sounds in words to the best they could. Participants were also asked to indicate their level of agreement regarding several statements addressing learning to read and phonemic awareness using a 5-point Likert scale.
The two-part survey began with general questions designed to collect demographic information regarding gender, academic proficiency and GPA. The second part was comprised of three sections measuring beliefs, awareness and knowledge. The knowledge part was a modified phonics pretest published in Self-Paced Phonics: A Text for Educators (Dow & Baer, 2005) . The pretest included questions from three categories of early literacy development; questions related to phonological awareness, phonics, and syllabification.
Validity was also checked for through consulting a panel of university professors and expert teachers. All the panel's recommendations and suggestions were taken seriously to modify the instrument and to bring it in its final version. For reliability purposes, the tool was administered to a group of undergraduates (pre-service teachers) in one of major universities in the country. Given the purpose of the study, a correlation coefficient of 0.84 was considered appropriate.
Data Collection
Data collection took place on the campus of a public university; the researcher arranged ahead with the instructors of the assigned classes to meet with the participants during class time for data collection. The researcher monitored the administration of the surveys in order to ensure that they surveys were completed appropriately and on a timely manner. The researcher provided the necessary explanation and help for participants and responded to their questions. Participants needed around forty minutes to complete the survey.
Statistical Analyses
Since the main purpose of the study was to investigate possible factors affecting the knowledge, beliefs and awareness of the pre-service EFL teachers in the area of phonological awareness, One Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) and t-test were used to fulfill the goal.
RESULTS
This study was motivated by the desire to find any significant effect for the PA knowledge, beliefs and awareness pre-service teachers possess on empowering learners' reading skills. Therefore, the researcher tackled the issue through investigating the differences in pre-service EFL teachers' beliefs, attitudes and knowledge of phonological awareness due to their perceived proficiency, GPA and gender. In specific, the researcher tried to answer the following three questions. In order to investigate possible differences in pre-service EFL teachers' phonological beliefs, awareness and knowledge according to their perceived proficiency One Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used. Results, Table 1 , revealed a statistically significant difference in the pre-service EFL teachers' beliefs (F=3.09, p=.048) and knowledge (F=3.59, p=.030) . On the other hand, results did not yield any statistical differences in the participants' awareness due to their perceived proficiency. The same as in question one, ANOVA was used to investigate any significant difference in the phonological beliefs, awareness and knowledge of pre-service EFL teachers associated with GPA. Results, as shown in Table 2 below, again did reveal statistically significant differences in the same two variables, beliefs (F=2.77, p=.043) and knowledge (F=9.51, p=.000), but not awareness (F=.46, p= 708). In order to investigate any significant differences that gender may have on the PA of pre-service EFL teachers' beliefs, awareness and knowledge ANOVA was used. Results of the analysis did not indicate any statistically significant differences in EFL teachers' beliefs, awareness, or knowledge associated with gender (Table 3) .
DISCUSSION
In a world that no more reserves a place for illiterates, people have become true believers in the power of literacy in shaping and enhancing their chances for a better life. It is no longer possible to get a well-paid job in a world that is continuously witnessing unprecedented competition on employment and positions. Therefore, families and communities are keen on providing their members with better schooling and state-of-the-art instruction in order to prepare them for the challenges awaiting them few years down the road. It is a challenge for schools and academic institutions to shoulder up such great responsibility trying to help individuals meet their needs and fulfill their goals.
Societies used to trust schools in bringing up literate, skillful and independent individuals ready to enter the real life and contribute to the good of the hosting society and the world at large. However, this is not the case any longer; the picture becomes dark and the situation disastrous when discovering that these goals would be thwarted because the academic institutions are not up to the challenge and are not doing their job properly. Families are disappointed regarding the literacy level of their children; families believe that teachers are not teaching well enough and schools are not doing their job good enough. Accordingly, no one will, then, blame youngsters for losing faith and trust in their teachers! May be families realize the reason why their children no longer perceive schools as their favorite places, and why they no longer feel that intimacy.
This was the main driving reason behind carrying out this research: are teachers responsible for our kids' failure in becoming literate? The following paragraphs should help clearing part of this uncertainty.
Going back to the results of the first question of the study that addressed the impact of perceived proficiency level on pre-service EFL teachers' PA knowledge beliefs and awareness, it seems pre-service teachers' responses yielded some significance. The results did show pre-service EFL teachers suffering deficits in knowledge and beliefs related to teaching reading. In spite of being disappointing, this shocking truth has to be acknowledged first in order to be treated. The findings clearly show pre-service EFL teachers lacking necessary knowledge and beliefs that qualify them to get into the classroom. This result might suggest that the kind and quality of classroom instruction children are exposed to due to teachers' competency, might be partially or fully responsible for the deficiency learners suffer from in their reading.
Another point worth of mentioning is the discrepancy between what the teachers think of themselves and how much they know about teaching reading. This becomes dangerous because the pre-service teacher becomes a victim for his own misjudgment, and this hazard definitely would transcend to his students. This is a threat for it connotes that teachers fall short of assessing their own knowledge and skills. This blurry vision of the pre-service teacher could be paraphrased in two ways; first, the pre-service teacher for real lacks the necessary knowledge that entitles him to run these classes. Second, even if we want to believe that the pre-service teacher possesses the necessary knowledge, it seems he does not know how to use it. This line of argument calls more than one point for discussion. First, it is legitimate to ask about the reasons behind pre-service teachers' lack of knowledge. Second, what can be done in order to bridge the gap? Starting with the first point, logic necessitates looking into the programs hosting those pre-service EFL teachers and examining the degree plans responsible for shaping the knowledge and the skills of those future graduates. Simply put, it is either the quality of instruction they receive in their university classrooms, not good enough to equip them with the knowledge and skills necessary for their future career, or it is the program plan that is missing basic requirements and fundamentals to prepare them to become effective EFL teachers. In fact, both arguments have liable credentials that entitle them to introduce sound explanations.
By the same token, what is said about knowledge applies to beliefs since both are interrelated. People in general shape their beliefs in light of the knowledge they have. It is logical for the participants to show significant divergence in their beliefs due to the knowledge they lack in this dimension. In other words, because pre-service teachers lack the knowledge that entitles them to teach children how to read, they formed beliefs that accords with that shortage. Pre-service EFL teachers find themselves victims for beliefs they developed because of the incompetency they ended up with. Those teachers no longer observe PA in a positive way; they do not recognize its effect on producing good readers. Previously, it was introduced that Richards and Lockhart had justified what teachers do in their classrooms as a reflection of their beliefs and knowledge. Similarly, Cheng et al. (2009) explained what teachers do inside their classroom as the byproduct of the beliefs they hold.
Although it is not always true, the tendency is that the higher the GPA is, the more knowledgeable or competent the student becomes; by the same token, lower GPA denotes individuals with less knowledge about the subject matter under discussion. Focusing on the results of the second question of this study regarding the plausible effect of GPA on PA knowledge, beliefs and awareness, data yielded results similar to the perceived proficiency. There were statistical significant differences detected between beliefs and knowledge related to GPA but not related to awareness. This confirms the belief that learners with higher GPAs are at a better advantage of obtaining knowledge and developing positive attitudes concerning PA and its role in developing learners' literacy skills, reading in specific.
Reflecting on the results, it seems that the findings of this study confirm the pre-service EFL teachers' shortage in knowledge and dominance of some negative attitudes toward PA. So saying, this is a declaration that future teachers are not getting what they need before becoming teachers. To be more specific, it seems that undergraduates in English Language Programs in an EFL context do not receive the adequate education and preparation before sending them to classrooms.
It is worth reiterating here that beliefs reflect the kind of knowledge and the level of competency an individual has in the target subject. This means that competent and knowledgeable individuals are more capable of articulating their beliefs. Since the argument in this study is about the beliefs that the pre-service EFL teachers hold about PA, it should be clear that participants would have been more entitled to develop positive beliefs about the power and the role of PA in teaching reading had they gained more solid knowledge about the subject matter.
The third part of the results targeted gender and any possible effect on pre-service EFL teachers' knowledge, beliefs and awareness. Results here did not yield any statistical significance similar to proficiency and GPA. Such results neutralize gender as a factor in determining how much participants know about, how far they are aware of and what beliefs they hold about PA. In practice, this conveys the message that being a male or a female does not make a difference when bringing up literate generations is on stake. Although this might sound awkward, still there is a need to carry out more research investigating the impact of gender on early graders' literacy, may be in combination with other factors.
CONCLUSION
This endeavor took place as a step toward putting more than one piece of the puzzle together and proposing some suggestions and recommendations. There is a growing disappointment with students' literacy level among families, stakeholders and even learners themselves and a pressing need to uncover the reasons behind the EFL learners' failure to read appropriately up to the level required. Becoming literate requires the interaction, cooperation and support of different parties including families, schools, decision makers and all stakeholders. Although it is logically possible to end up with more than one factor contributing to the reading failure, this study has targeted pre-service teachers in specific. The teacher is the one adult who spends more time with the child even more than his family; the teacher supposedly directs, supervises, and facilitates the child's learning process. Among all others, the teacher is the one who has the access and the chance to affect positively or negatively the life of the child. Concerning reading, teacher's competency in phonological awareness is fundamental in steering the teaching process and developing students' literacy skills.
The findings of this study suggest pre-service teachers as contributing factors to the EFL learners' low-level performance in reading. Pre-service EFL teachers did not demonstrate positive beliefs toward the importance of PA in developing children's skills in reading. This is also true about knowledge; participants showed lack of knowledge in the basics necessary for teaching reading. This signals a gap in pre-service teachers' proficiency and readiness to teach reading. Hence, pre-service EFL teachers need not be in class until some intervention takes place to 'fix' the situation.
Although a straightforward solution lies in having a well-prepared and competent teacher, this does not happen overnight. This is a multi-step process that starts with decision makers in EFL contexts calling for a comprehensive revision for all programs responsible for EFL future teachers' preparation. This might mean to revisit the degree plans of the undergraduate programs and to make sure that all necessary courses related to EFL teachers' preparation are included. An evaluation for the quality of instruction to make sure that they receive the state-of-the-art instruction should also take place. This by default necessitates that EFL courses to only be delivered by specialists in the field; there is a concern that these classes are assigned to instructors from irrelevant areas or from different backgrounds. This urgently suggests carrying more studies targeting the quality of instruction delivered to the undergraduates.
In conclusion, this study recommends more research to be carried out investigating more areas that may contribute to EFL prospective teachers' readiness. It is also important to carry out research investigating teachers in the field and investigating the quality of the instruction they deliver to our children. More research is needed to disclose the reasons behind our children becoming illiterate.
